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Abstract

The field of anthropology – the study of human culture – has much to contribute to
understanding the practice of dance/movement therapy (DMT) from a culturally-informed
vantage point. We exist in an epoch of expressive arts therapy where multicultural competency is
becoming increasingly emphasized. Yet, culture’s grasp goes beyond its influence on the way
people understand their world – it also shapes how people come to understand and make
meaning with their bodies. This thesis reviews five categories of literature: 1) the influence of
culture on the construction of the embodied “self”; 2) the influence of culture on movement
tendencies and patterns; 3) cross-cultural differences in interoception, or somatic awareness; 4)
DMT as practiced in non-Western contexts; and 5) what an anthropological perspective teaches
us about DMT as a field. This literature review illuminated how complex our bodies and their
movements are and how multifaceted the process of meaning-making is. It also exposed various
cultural and systemic issues within the research and practice of our accepted dance/movement
paradigm, and as a result, pointed towards ways that we, as dance/movement therapists, can
remedy our cultural blind spots in the future of our work.

Keywords: culture, dance/movement therapy (DMT), anthropology, body, interoception, habitus
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The Embodiment of Culture:
How Anthropology Informs the Practice of Dance/Movement Therapy
Introduction
“The latent aspects of a culture are most readily revealed through nonverbal modes of
expression – through the way members of a particular culture use their senses, gesture,
move, organize themselves spatially, create interpersonal distances and synchronous
rhythms…” (Dosamantes-Beaudry, 1997, p. 129).
It’s 11 AM in New Delhi, India, and I am in an autorickshaw, my body zooming through
the city to get to my dance lesson. My autorickshaw driver tilts his head back and forth when I
ask him a question in Hindi – the gesture meaning either yes, or no, or both – and I understand
him. I thank the driver when I finally get to Guru-ji’s house and pay him our previously
negotiated number of rupees. In today’s Bharatanatyam lesson, I try to do the aramandi posture.
Guru-ji is tapping on my ankles to make my Achilles tendon stretch even further to get deeper
into the position. Are bodies supposed to move this way? After the lesson, I walk – faster than I
am used to walking in the states – to the Metro. I pack into the car like a sardine, nudging my
body towards the closest females I can find so I am not rubbing against a man. I get home, take a
bucket bath, and get in bed. I could never sleep in a room this warm back home, but my body has
become adjusted to the extreme heat. I quickly doze off to sleep, my body and brain exhausted
from another day of learning how to exist in a new way.
Culture encompasses all ways of being of a group of people who share beliefs, social
experiences, environments, and norms (Eshun & Guring, 2009). Culture is also in constant flux;
it is not a single fixed entity. It influences the way we think, the way we convey our inner worlds
to others, the way we experience, and the way we construct our realities. I first started thinking
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about the way culture influences our bodies – our body language, the gestures we use, the
appropriateness of touch, how we conceive of ourselves as bodies, even the messages different
dances carry – when I studied abroad in Delhi, India in 2014. Over the course of 4 months, I
realized that my body was learning new gestures (my autorickshaw driver tilting his head side to
side to mean both yes and no), new ways of making meaning through movement (learning
Bharatanatyam, a traditional Indian dance form stemming from Hindu religion and nationalist
Indian customs), and new ways of carrying myself through space (walking faster and developing
increased tolerance for close proximity of strangers in such an overpopulated city). The habitus
(Bourdieu, 1972) of my own being, or the embodied and mental schemas that we become
accustomed to over time, was exposed for the first time while I lived in India.
I realized that my body had lived 20 years in the same culture (northeast USA,
Portuguese-American, White), eating the same types of foods (pizza, salads, Americanized
global cuisine), learning the same types of dances (contemporary, modern, ballet, hip-hop),
traveling mostly in cars, living mostly in the suburbs – all things that had influenced the way I
learned to carry my body through the world. I realized that culture has an insurmountable effect
on the development not only of our mental schemas (how we think about the world) but also
what I will coin our kinesthetic schemas (how we experience our bodies in the world) and how
these two schemas meet through the mind-body connection.
My experience in India lodged a curious seed into my brain. I yearned to explore how we
come to express ourselves through acculturated movement vocabularies, how we come to think
of ourselves as existing inside a body, and what all that means when thinking about the hold
culture has on our understanding of our world. The best field for studying these types of
questions of human beings and culture is anthropology. My working definition for anthropology
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comes from Hanna (1990) who states that anthropology is the study of all things related to
human culture – meaning-making through symbols, material culture,
socioeconomic/political/gender/family systems, among others. This thesis aims to consider
anthropology as a way to examine the ways different people come to make meaning through
their bodies, how they are culturally taught to move about in the world, and how culture
influences the practice of dance/movement therapy (DMT) as a paradigm. Anthropology holds a
place close to my heart. As an undergraduate student, I majored in cultural anthropology. I
explored expressive culture and completed fieldwork and ethnographic research while studying
abroad in New Delhi, India. I have focused much of my graduate work on contemplating cultural
factors in the therapeutic relationship, and as I round out my master’s degree, I deem it important
to integrate my passion for anthropological interest with my knowledge and experience as a
burgeoning dance/movement therapist.
It is essential for the field of DMT to consider the ways that culture impacts the way
people experience their bodies in the world. Without this knowledge, the field of DMT lacks a
wholly empathetic framework for approaching patients of various backgrounds. The goal of my
thesis is to uncover the ways the perspectives of anthropology can enhance cultural humility in
the field of DMT.
Review of the Literature
It is imperative to situate myself as the interpreter of the following research and literature.
Although many studies are DMT-specific, I have also read literature based in other fields like
neuroscience, anthropology of the body, philosophy, and cross-cultural psychology – some
qualitative, some ethnographic, and some quantitative in nature – and contemplated how they
relate to the practice of DMT. Most importantly, I deciphered all of this literature through an
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anthropological lens. This means that I centered the cornerstones of anthropological inquiry –
ethnography (the qualitative study of people/culture), participant observation (the immersion of
the researcher in their topic of study) and field work (the gathering of data from living/working
in a specific locale) – in my interpretation of the literature. From this viewpoint, I pulled together
five categories of theory below and documented the most essential points from an
anthropological perspective. The points made about different types of people are theory, not fact;
they are also not reductionistic or meant to simplify complex phenomena. Yet, all the following
points are made from an informed, observation-based angle innate to an anthropological
investigation.
Culture, the Body, and the Construction of “Self”
Culture influences the way a sense of self is developed. The conception of the “self” is
not fixed cross-culturally; it is a subjective, experience-based concept that differs significantly
from person to person. Dosamantes-Beaudry (1997) and Pallaro (1997) both discuss a distinct
difference between Western and non-Western cultures in terms of how they conceive of the self.
In Western “individualistic” cultures (e.g., America, Canada, Europe), the self is constructed as
an individual. It is confined to the singular person and their own discrete body. In contrast, many
non-Western (e.g. East Asian, South Asian, African) “collectivist” cultures, the self is more of a
collective identity. The idea of the self extends beyond the individual proper; it can include the
larger family system or community. These differing conceptions also influence the way the
“body-self” (Pallaro, 1996; Dosamantes-Beaudry, 1997) is conceived. For instance, the boundary
between the “self” and the “outer” or outside world is distinct (body confines self) in Western
cultures, but more fluid in non-Western cultures (body extends beyond self) (see Appendix A).
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Furthermore, both Dosamantes-Beaudry (1997) and Caldwell (2018) examine the role
that the body plays in identity development, which they term “body-self” or “body identity”
development. Dosamantes-Beaudry (1997) talks about how, in most cultures, the caregiver is the
carrier of their culture’s somatic worldview. Offspring convert the interactions they have with
their caregiver – which the author defines as “internalization” – into their own embodied
idiosyncrasies and behaviors. Caldwell (2018) expands upon this idea by considering how other
disciplines conceive of body identity development: movement and sensory experiences shape the
bodily self (neuroscience); identities are unconsciously performed through the body (sociology);
somatics standardize and regulate bodies from within (education); identity narratives go beyond
the verbal to include body narrative, or “stories we tell ourselves through posture, gesture,
breathing, sensing and movement” (Caldwell, 2018, p. 35). Both of these authors illuminate how
one’s sense of self does not just reside in cerebral matter – the body, mediated by culture, is
inextricably involved in the way human beings construct their identity and idea of selfhood.
de Souza Dourado et al. (2018) completed a meta-analysis of previous research in order
to explore the various ways different cultures have conceived the human body across history.
The authors contend that the body has been thought about, written about, talked about, and
experienced in myriad different ways throughout time. Nevertheless, one point about the body
has remained the same over time – that the body “carries the self, its experiences, meaning, rites,
and tradition” (de Souza Dourado et al., 2018, p. 208). Above all, the body is the machine of
experience and sensing for all human beings. Conceptualizing the ways the body learns to work
and take in information is where culture comes in. The authors provide numerous examples of
how the body has been thought of in vastly unique ways. One example is the ideal body
aesthetic: current Western society favors “fit” bodies, while many cultures worldwide admire
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plumper bodies. Another example is how different cultures conceive of sex work and sex organs,
such as the social acceptance of intergenerational sex and transactional sex in Tanzania. Overall,
the authors note that the body carries all the socio-cultural information embedded in the
environment within which it walks. My main takeaway from these bodies of work is not only
how culture influences the way one views their body, as well as the bodies of others, but also
how the body interacts with environments to encode experiences.
Ma-Kellams (2014) and Tung (1994) illuminate another important and related point: that
language mediates the meaning making process. Ma-Kellams (2014) points out how words
related to the body and words related to emotion are less differentiated in Chinese language. This
likely influences the more somatic focus Chinese folks have when discussing feelings. Tung
(1994) sought to explore the symbolic meanings of the body in Chinese culture by analyzing
Chinese words related to the body. Prior to conducting research, the author contended how
language mirrors the values, beliefs, and understandings of those who use it, and that language
itself can affect the way people experience the world. For instance, many Chinese
words/expressions include body-based terms without necessarily being directly tied to the body
(e.g. shen fen means one’s social status; shen = the body, fen = portion/share). To examine the
meaning-making processes involved in these body-based words and how they relate back to the
way Chinese view the body, the author conducted a study with fifteen adults in the Bay Area,
CA, all of whom were originally from China or Taiwan. The study was conducted in Mandarin
Chinese by showing participants various body-based expressions in the Chinese language and
asking them to describe what they think the expression means, what feelings/memories/emotions
come up, etc.
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After doing a qualitative analysis, the Tung (1994) found that the Chinese language
reveals how the self equals the body in Chinese culture, and that the self is inherently social,
interpersonal, and inextricably linked to the community in which it is embedded. In other words,
the “self” in this case is not the same as the Western individual “self” – rather, it is a collective
self comparable to “an individual musician in a symphony orchestra” (Tung, 1994, p. 489). The
Chinese language also dissolves the separation of mind and body. As Tung notes:
When a Chinese uses body-related verbal expressions to reveal disease, it may connote an
existential threat of disruption of one’s “self” and the dread of being cut off from the
connectedness which is the fiber of inter-dependence (Tung, 1994, p. 490).
This research is key to my topic because it shows how many factors are involved in the way
human beings come to experience their bodies, their selves, and the coalescence of their psyche
and soma.
The Influence of Culture on Movement Tendencies and Patterns
Hanna (1990), a dance anthropologist, wrote extensively on the importance of applying
an anthropological lens to the field of DMT. Drawing upon many anthropologists’ past works,
Hanna contends how an individual’s social environment instructs their body to move in
particular ways – when, where, how and with whom a movement should be executed, which
movements are culturally acceptable, and which are offensive. For example, in Vietnamese
culture, a smile is both a sign of joy as well as of anger, embarrassment, or indifference, direct
eye contact is disrespectful, and a touch on the head is insulting; in India, “yes” and “no” are
both implied by shaking the head from side to side; Chinese culture considers it rude to initiate
behavior, as experienced by dance/movement therapist Joanna Harris when inviting DMT
students in China to improvise movement prior to modeling the movement herself (Hanna,
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1990). Culture also shapes understandings of how gender, class, age, and ethnicity are inscribed
on the moving body (e.g. what is an acceptable gesture for a male to perform may not be
acceptable for a female to perform).
Additionally, cultural differences are echoed in someone’s preferred mode of
communication. Among Native Americans, for instance, there is a preference for non-verbal
interactional modes, such as the arts (Hanna, 1990). Movements rarely have universal meaning
in and of themselves; they must always be contextualized within the larger arrangement of
environmentally and socially informed behavior in which they exist. In Hanna’s (1990) eyes,
DMT must be tailored to patients’ cultured conceptions of what it means to be embodied. It is
important to keep in mind how certain therapeutic actions will create a stronger healing
environment for one cultural perspective but not necessarily for another.
In a related vein, the idea of psychophysical habitus – based in Bourdieu’s theory of
habitus – is explained by Sklar (2008) and Chang (2016) as the unconscious biases we carry in
our bodies about what movement communicates and means. This idea gets to the core of how
human beings come to embody their culture(s) and how we carry them with us within our own
bones. The sociocultural realm in which one exists determines what gestures we view as
appropriate or inappropriate, how we hold our bodies in public and private spaces, and when,
how, and with whom interpersonal touch may occur. Efron (1972) conducted a study that
revealed that Italian immigrants use gestures that symbolize the objective content of the thought,
similar to sign language, whereas Jewish immigrants employ gestures more to connect
verbalized thoughts to one another (as cited in Sklar, 2008). This study points at how different
meaning-making/cognitive processes are at play in each distinctive culture.
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Additionally, Chang (2016) further notes how not only does culture influence the way
humans experience their own bodies, but also how humans experience and perceive other bodies.
She notes that the “interpretations of movement behavior depend on the cultural context and life
experiences of the viewer…we are culturally conditioned to make assumptions about what
movement is communicating” (Chang, 2016, p. 321-322). In other words, our psychophysical
habitus has multifaceted influence on the way we perceive our own movement as well as others’
movement. Chang concludes by discussing how the field of DMT itself has its own monocultural
psychophysical habitus based in Laban Movement Analysis that carries discrete biases about
how movement should be viewed.
Another way movement communicates and creates meaning is through the senses. From
the perspective of sensory anthropology, David Howes (2005) asserts that the understanding of
culture has been “brought to the realm of the body and the senses” (Howes, 2005, p. 2). Culture
tunes the brain in particular ways that determine sensory aptitudes, and our understanding of our
environment is shaped by our sensual engagement with it. It is important to think about
movement/dance in relation to the senses because it engages multiple senses at once. Cultures
carry their own distinct sensory profiles that become hegemonic across its members, which
influences the way we come to view ourselves (our bodies) as objects in space (Sklar, 2008). The
mover feels movement kinesthetically, often in conjunction with other bodies, perceives space
and time, and listens to music intently and encodes its aural patterns onto the body. Sklar (2008)
defines this sense as kinesthesia, or “the proprioceptive sense of movement within our own
bodies” (p. 87). As the audience observes the dance, movement is translated into meaning by
providing sensory reaction. Further, the engagement of senses through an embodied art carries
aesthetic principles as well.
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Cross-Cultural Differences in Interoception, or Somatic Awareness
Craig (2002) defines interoception as one’s sense of one’s internal body. It is related to
how human beings perceive feelings – often times physical, other times emotional – from our
bodies that tell us information about pain, energy level, and mood. Craig (2002) discusses how
our brains have an entire neural system dedicated to the representation of the state of our
physical bodies and how this system is likely the reason human beings have become conscious of
our capacity to feel. He states:
…the cortical representation of feelings from the body [is] the likely basis for human
awareness of the physical self as a feeling entity. This association provides a fundamental
framework for the involvement of these feelings with emotion, mood, motivation and
consciousness (Craig, 2002, p. 663).
Therefore, the brain and body work together to regulate the way we perceive our bodies both
internally and externally.
Interoceptive (somatic) awareness (i.e., how aware one is of their internal body) and
interceptive accuracy (i.e., how accurately one measures what is going on inside their body) are
influenced by culture. Many quantitative studies discuss differences found between Western and
non-Western cultures in both interoceptive awareness and accuracy (Chentsova-Dutton &
Dzokoto, 2014; Chentsova-Dutton et al., 2019; Ma-Kellems, 2014; Kim et al., 2019). One
common finding across all of these studies is that Western cultures have lower interoceptive
awareness but higher interoceptive accuracy and non-Western cultures have higher interoceptive
awareness but lower interoceptive accuracy. Another finding is that non-Western cultures also
use a higher frequency of body-based language to communicate psychological distress compared
to a more medicalized and affect-based focus in Western cultures.
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To take a deeper look into these concepts, I explored the research conducted by Kim et al.
(2019). This research studied the cultural differences involved in the experiences of somatic,
anxious, and depressive symptoms in Vietnamese, Vietnamese-American, and EuropeanAmerican adolescents. One of the first points the researchers make is how sociocultural factors
often determine how one is supposed to express affect/emotion, as well as define which “ways of
being and feeling are socially appropriate” (Kim et al., 2019, p. 1). In order to study variations in
internalizing symptoms among Vietnamese, Vietnamese-American, and European-American
adolescents, the researchers recruited students from California as well as Ho Chi Minh
City/Danang City. Symptoms were measured through the Youth Self Report (YSR), which is
comprised of 112 assessment items on a 0-2 scale. Their findings show that somatic complaints
are associated with internalizing symptoms (i.e. body-based ailments predicted anxiety and
depressive symptoms in Vietnamese and Vietnamese-American folks, but not Euro-American).
Kim et al. (2019) make sense of this finding in the context of previous research which
states that somatic symptoms may be more present in cultures that understate emotional
expression in favor of body-based narratives. The study also notes how Asian cultures in general
prioritize somatic ways of expressing distress in comparison to Western cultures which are more
prone to express distress through emotion-based language. The researchers suggest that future
research should investigate psychosocial factors in somatic symptomology more deeply, as well
as discover more coping skills to deal directly with somatic symptoms. The value of this article
is in the recognition that different cultures place different values on different forms of expressing
and experiencing anxiety symptoms.
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DMT Practiced in Non-Western Contexts
Kayoko Arakawa-Davies (1997) provides a thorough examination of how DMT has been
successfully applied to aiding elderly Japanese sufferers of senile dementia. Since verbal
expression is especially difficult for dementia patients, bodily-based reminiscence of individual
histories has great potential in regenerating sentimental narrative and memory. In this particular
case study, modes of therapy were tailored to Japanese culture by incorporating the traditional
Japanese folk song “Dodoitsu” and movements that emulated Japanese customs. These customs
paired with movement practices prompted patients to relive memories from their pasts. This was
especially important for elderly members of Japanese society who are expected to be the
transmitters of cultural knowledge and tradition to the next generation (Arakawa-Davies, 1997).
Ko (2017) researched the use of a Korean scarf dance (salpuri) as a DMT intervention for
Korean women experiencing haan, an “accumulation of suppressed and condensed experiences
of oppression” (Ko, 2017, p.64). Haan is a culturally-specific psycho/social/emotional
experience for Korean women who often ignore their own needs due to the expectation of
women to take attention away from themselves, as scripted in Korean culture. Haan involves
feelings of worthlessness, neglect, sadness, and defenselessness. Haan also often includes
somatic symptoms such as a lump in the throat or chest, difficulty breathing, and rapid heartbeat.
In this qualitative case study, Ko (2017) used salpuri, a Korean scarf danced based in shamanist
ritual from the region, as a 10-session intervention for one client experiencing haan. Throughout
the 10 sessions, the researcher noted how her client was able to regain a sense of self through the
danced expression of the complex emotions involved in haan. For this client, the scarf
symbolized wings with which she could fly to places she had never been before. This piece
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illustrates the complexities of culture in the formation and definition of mental illness, as well as
the powerful therapeutic and artistic knowledge cultures innately carry.
Dosamantes-Beaudry (1999) conducted a qualitative study comparing a DMT workshop
for dance and/or mental health professionals in both Taipei, Taiwan and Zurich, Switzerland.
The author noted that each workshop was structured differently; the one in Zurich was an
“intensive” that lasted 5 days long, whereas the one in Taipei was a one-day long “introductory”
DMT workshop. Dosamantes-Beaudry (1999) found that the participants in the Zurich workshop
readily exposed their emotions in front of the other strangers in the room, while the participants
in the Taipei workshop hesitated to express their emotions publicly, even among those who knew
one another outside of the workshop. The Taipei participants also regularly mirrored one
another’s movements more frequently than those in Zurich. Dosamantes-Beaudry (1999) made
sense of these discrepancies by looking at the differing self-construals evident in individualist
and collectivist cultures. Those who have an “individualist” sense of self often find it culturally
acceptable to express their emotions publicly (e.g. Zurich participants), whereas those who have
a “collectivist” sense of self (e.g. Taipei participants) often see themselves as interconnected
with others around them, and view the withholding of inner emotions as mature and normal.
Another important point that the author makes is that DMT is largely based on the Western,
“individualist” sense of self commonly experienced by those in Zurich but not by those in Taipei.
Dosamantes-Beaudry’s workshops (1999) clearly displayed both of these cultural discrepancies.
However, the difference in workshop length in each locale is a confounding factor which could
have affected results. A one-day workshop will likely instill vulnerability compared to a 5-day
workshop, where a greater sense of community can be established due to the increased time
span.
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Dulicai and Berger (2005) conducted a study to paint a picture of the global reach of
DMT. They interviewed dance movement therapists across several countries to understand the
evolution and development of the field of DMT. They discovered that only 7 countries have
more than 100 identified dance movement therapists; 5 countries have between 50-100; and 24
countries have 50 or less (see Appendix B). The researchers concluded that most of their
respondents have similar standards when practicing DMT and have similar ideals or hopes for
the future. However, there are also some unique variations between countries. Most interesting is
how respondents note the adaptations they have made to DMT in order to be more aligned to
their cultural context. Yukari Sakiyama, a dance/movement therapist in Japan, noted how her
clients call her “sensei” (i.e., teacher), which maintains the culture’s comfort with
leader/follower hierarchy; Ting Fong Kun, a dance/movement therapist in Hong Kong, discussed
how she had to change many facets of Westernized DMT in order to make therapy more
culturally-relevant for her clients (specific examples not provided); Gloria Simcha Ruben, a
dance/movement therapist in Mexico, talked about incorporating native and pre-Hispanic dances
into her work since contemporary dance is not popular in Mexico (Dulicai & Berger, 2005).
Importance of an Anthropological Approach to DMT
Both Panagiotopoulou (2011) and Hanna (1990) adamantly advocate for an
anthropological lens to be applied to the practice of DMT. In Hanna’s words:
It is critical for dance/movement therapists to know how therapeutic activities are
culturally conceived; what the criteria are for who participates, when, where, how, and
with whom; what is preferred, prescribed, and prohibited; and what movements, postures,
gestures, use of space and transitions, phrasing…mean (Hanna, 1990, p. 124).
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Both researchers point out how body language can only be read in the context of the individual’s
own culturally-bound principles that govern movement behavior. Anthropology is especially
suitable for enriching DMT with multicultural individuals because of its focus on self-reflexivity
– the process of continuously examining one’s own assumptions, perspectives, and observational
lens. When a therapist embraces self-reflexivity when working with a client from a culture
different from their own, they give space for new understandings to emerge. Applying an
anthropological outlook to DMT also exposes problematic tenets inherent in Western
psychotherapeutic work – a typical psychotherapeutic model is based in middle-class, white,
verbally-based conceptions of what therapy should be, which is often not transferable to all types
of people. Schemas of illness, and how/if illness affects the body, vary cross-culturally as well.
Finally, dance/movement therapists have to be careful not to make assumptions; just because a
client is of a particular culture does not mean that they will connect the same or hold the same
beliefs as others in the culture (Hanna, 1990). The use of dance in therapy can and will diverge
within a culture.
In her qualitative study, Nova Golonka Carmichael (2012) argued for the need of a
multiculturally-diverse framework to be applied to DMT in order to enhance “nonverbally
oriented cultural competence” (p. 99). Over the past decade or so, the broader field of
psychotherapy has amplified its emphasis on ensuring that both training and practicing clinicians
develop multicultural competence. Multicultural competence is defined as a process in which a
clinician recognizes the complexities of a client’s cultural position including the historical,
social, and political systems a client is immersed in (Carmichael, 2012). The purpose of
Carmichael’s study is to apply this idea specifically to DMT since it has a unique focus on
nonverbal language and culturally-situated movement behaviors. Carmichael (2012) also puts
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forth prior research which elucidates the importance of dance/movement therapists to have this
type of nonverbal multicultural competence – how microaggressions can be nonverbal/gestural
(Schultz, 2017), how racism is embodied, and how the marginalized body can hold oppression
when continuously exposed to trauma. Therefore, a client of a marginalized cultural group often
holds particular body metaphors related to their ethnic/cultural/racial/social identity.
Carmichael’s study (2012) involved interviewing four dance/movement therapists who
had experience working with clients and students of diverse cultural backgrounds in order to
explore how DMT tackles cultural competence. Carmichael conducted interviews via Skype or
phone for about one hour per participant, then transcribed and coded the data. A few themes
emerged from the data – the power of intentional and conscious self-disclosure of the therapist’s
identities to the client to enhance a sense of safety for the client; the active role the therapist can
take on as social advocate/activist; and the therapist’s persistence in consistently recognizing
their own implicit/explicit biases they bring to the therapeutic space. Participants also noted
specific DMT skills that promote multicultural competence: mirroring, observing
congruence/incongruence in verbal versus nonverbal language, and recognizing differences in
movement patterns and body-based expressions of emotion. Participants also noted the
importance of making mistakes, openly acknowledging mistakes with clients, asking clients
questions, being okay with not knowing everything, and embracing an eagerness to learn.
Finally, participants gave their opinions on areas of growth for DMT – there is still a lack of
diverse representation among practitioners in the field, and there is still a bias toward Eurocentric
movement behaviors and analytical approaches (e.g., Laban Movement Analysis) as well as a
prioritization of Western-based psychotherapeutic approaches (Carmichael, 2012).

19
Running head: THE EMBODIMENT OF CULTURE
Caldwell (2013) expands upon the issue of DMT utilizing Eurocentric movement
observation and assessment systems, as the primary way of evaluating movement behavior.
Caldwell (2013) states that identity factors, such as culture, gender, socioeconomic status, race,
and sexual identity all affect the way someone moves their body. As such, she further asserts that
it is essential for dance/movement therapists to critically investigate the assumptions they bring
with them when observing and analyzing the movement of other bodies. The most commonly
taught and employed methods of movement observation and analysis, Laban Movement Analysis
and Kestenberg Movement Profile, teach clinicians very specific ways to read movement. In
turn, the field of DMT has come to accept certain types of movement behaviors more healthy
than others. Caldwell (2013) gives an example: “There is a prevailing assumption…that the
greatest movement repertoire correlates to the greatest psychological health, that simultaneous
core and distal movement is associated with psychological health” (p. 191). Although the
research behind these correlations is strong, it is, after all, a bias that clinicians carry with them
that does not necessarily apply to all types of people. Caldwell (2013) points out that mis-coding
movement, especially in the case of marginalized clients, can have detrimental effects,
potentially leading to the misinterpretation of the psychological situation. It can also reinforce
the clinician’s previously-held, stereotyped belief of a marginalized social group. Caldwell
(2013) suggests allowing clients to analyze and derive their own meaning from their movement,
rather than having a clinician impose an analysis upon them. This is a good step towards
improving the way dance/movement therapists approach the analysis of client movement.
Discussion
All of these pieces of research and literature jolted my thought process in some way –
some inspired me, some angered me, and some confused me. They all spurred various personal
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contemplations, which all solidified into four categories: 1) problematizing the various tenets of
DMT from a cultural perspective; 2) issues of interculturalism in the Information Age; 3)
contemplating problematic research discovered, and 4) areas for further research. I will conclude
with my thoughts on how we could go about implementing enhanced cultural awareness into the
practice of DMT.
Problematizing the Various Tenets of DMT from a Cultural Perspective
As I read through my bounties of research, I came to realize that some of the foundational
principles of DMT could be culturally exclusive and therefore inaccessible for many. Mirroring
is the first to come to mind, since the bodily orientation of facing someone directly and copying
someone else’s movements may not be culturally appropriate globally. Dosamantes-Beaudry
(1997) presents a poignant example through her practice of DMT with Mexican men:
…when I first led a dance therapy group of drug-addicted male Chicano adults at a V.A.
hospital in Los Angeles, I noticed that they would never initiate movement nor make eye
contact with me. When I asked them what it meant to them to initiate or make eye contact
with me, they replied that to do so would be a sign of disrespect toward me. (p. 134)
The cultural rubrics of these men – their psychophysical habitus (Chang, 2016) – deemed it
inappropriate to initiate eye contact or eye movement, and therefore a very basic idea inherent in
the practice of DMT – initiating movement with others, like in the format of mirroring –
becomes null. Although it is unclear from Dosamantes-Beaudry’s article (1997) if gender played
a role in that interaction, it brings up another point: many cultures have a hierarchy of sex,
gender, age, etc. where it may be inappropriate to directly face one another or initiate eye contact
or body movement. My research has pointed toward this being a concern specifically for many
East Asian cultures where the social fabric is largely based on honoring elders and prioritizing
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male perspectives. I could foresee this being an issue when attempting to do mirroring activities
with this population, where a lack of considering these implications could lead to insulting
clients or diminished therapeutic efficacy.
Authentic movement is another foundational tenet of DMT that seems to lack
sociocultural positioning around the roles of witness and mover. In authentic movement, the
“mover” moves their body in an organic, of-the-moment way, often with their eyes closed. The
“witness” observes the mover and takes note of any bodily sensations or thoughts that their
observations stir up within them. Based on the research I previously reviewed, I imagine this task
could be culturally problematic for many folks. For one, thinking back to interoception and
somatic awareness, the ways different people experience their bodies as well as the
accompanying sensations, thoughts, feelings, etc. are subject to cultural situation. Also, the
intimacy required in authentic movement, often with a stranger, is something not widely
acceptable across cultures that are less individualistic. These points are essential to keep in mind
when practicing authentic movement, but I feel like they are currently glossed over, especially in
the teaching of it.
DMT also prioritizes bodily expression in the form of “free expression” based in
Eurocentric, modern dance ideals. This is not necessarily the preferred form of expression crossculturally. For example, Dosamantes-Beaudry (1999) brings up this issue in her study of DMT
with folks from Zurich versus Taiwan. She writes how her participants in Zurich did not hesitate
to show their emotions in front of one another (in line with individualistic ideology that people
are autonomous beings with individual feelings), whereas the participants in Taiwan hesitated
greatly with expressing their emotions openly (in line with collectivist ideologies of connection
between people). The field of DMT is tailored to the individualistic ideology of the Western
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world – that it is healthy to express one’s deepest emotions and feelings, and that there is a
liberation in doing so. Therefore, it is inherently not as accessible to those who do not express
themselves in this way (e.g., Taiwanese participants in Dosamantes-Beaudry’s (1999) study). We
need to consider ways to broaden what types of expression we deem as “healthy,” “correct,” or
“therapeutic” in order to become truly multiculturally adept as a field.
Furthermore, Laban Movement Analysis (LMA), the movement analysis framework that
DMT primarily uses, is based solely in Western movement concepts. Caldwell (2013) makes the
keen point that LMA is based in Eurocentric ways of existing and moving in the world, and that
this is not universally applicable to all people. Rudolph Laban, the creator of LMA, was a
Hungarian-born white male who was privileged throughout his life to travel and move across
Europe, attend high arts establishments, and opened theaters and schools in his name (Hodgson,
2001). This history shows how LMA is based on perspectives imbued with power and privilege.
I am inclined to assume that marginalized folks, given their disenfranchisement, lack of
resources, and their insecure and anxiety-inducing existence in the world, probably do not move
the same way that those with power and privilege do (Carmichael, 2012).
Aside from these implications of power and privilege, the theories of LMA are also
grounded in a specific cultural position. For instance, it is based in Western conceptions of
directionality and dimension (horizontal, vertical, sagittal, up, down, left, right, north, south,
etc.), effort binaries (free versus bound flow, light versus strong weight, etc.), body organization
(body half, cross lateral, upper/lower, etc.), shape (shape flow, carving, etc.) and phrasing
(impulsive, emphatic, crescendo, etc.), among others (Bartenieff & Lewis, 2002). Hanna (1990)
pointed out how different cultures have diverse conceptions of direction, space, and time. One
example she gives is the Laguna Pueblo people, who conceive space not just in the Western four
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directions of east, west, north, and south, but also up, down, and center. Also, where Western
folks prefer to finish tasks/products, Laguna Pueblo folks fear “spatial closure” in this way
(Hanna, 1990). Additionally, the polyrhythmic phrasing characteristic of many African and
South American movement practices is not encapsulated by defined LMA phrasing. The
limitations of LMA from a cultural perspective are profound, and we must find ways to widen
approaches to analyzing movement in our field.
Issues of Interculturalism in the Information Age
We exist in a generation unlike any before us. Information can be accessed within
seconds at the tips of our fingers, traveling between countries is easier and more accessible than
ever, we experience heightened exposure to international forms of art/literature/film/music, and
social media holds a controlling force over cultural dissemination and societal structure.
Therefore, this era is distinguished by a new level of cultural complexity: the boundaries of
culture are more fluid, permeable, and indiscrete than ever before. In other words, there is no
homogenous way of defining the self for all members of a discrete culture (DosamantesBeaudry, 1999). This phenomenon is described by Dosamantes-Beaudry (1999) as cultural
hybridization or interculturalism. Because of the intercultural nature of our contemporary world,
human beings do not just hold one cultural identity – rather, they hold hybrid amalgamations of
cultural identities and realities within themselves. For example, one person is not just of Chinese
culture, but also of many others. They may have lived in the United States for school, and
therefore adopted belief systems from there. They may have a pen pal in Iceland who has
influenced the way they conceive of relationships. To assume that someone who identifies as
Chinese also follows all the cultural body “norms” of Chinese culture is erroneous. This fact
complicates much of the reviewed research that boxes certain cultural identities as lending to a
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specific reality experienced by all members of said culture. Moving forward, the influences of
culture must be understood as massively complex and constantly mutating.
With this, it is also essential to problematize the authoritative influence Western cultural
media has on other cultures and how this contributes to cultural erasure. The biomedical
colonization of non-Western cultures to turn away from their own traditional forms of healing
and turn toward West-sanctioned forms of healing (e.g. medication, diagnosis, hospitalization,
etc.) has been happening for quite some time. Ko (2017) writes about how Korea used
shamanistic healing practices before adopting Western versions of psychotherapy in the 1950s.
The author noted how the therapeutic structure of Korean shamanism allowed space for women
to comiserate together and express difficult emotions related to haan. The implication here is that
once the Western biomedical structure of psychotherapy was introduced to this culture, an
effective indigenous form of healing haan was erased. The question now is: how do we practice
Western psychotherapy/DMT while also validating other cultural forms of healing?
Culture also influences frameworks of mental illness, ideas of healing, and proper
treatment in general, which is inextricably linked to the practice of DMT. What it means to
“heal” is subjectively varied; what it means to be mentally ill versus mentally healthy differs
cross-culturally. For example, depression in China manifests differently than it does in the
United States. Keeping these viewpoints in mind, problematizing the widespread Western,
biomedically-based diagnosis and treatment practices commonly utilized by DMT is paramount
to ensuring the multicultural relevancy of the field.
Contemplating Problematic Research Discovered
Some of the research I read and reviewed shook me in uncomfortable ways. A few pieces
were semantically problematic. To illustrate, Pallaro (1996) had a tendency to generalize cultural
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groups without noting how multifaceted these composite groups are (e.g., conflating “Asian
cultures”). Tung (1994) frequently used the expression “a Chinese” in reference to someone who
identified as Chinese, which wrongfully simplifies the individual’s identity as being Chinese and
only Chinese. Many studies habitually, yet uncomfortably, used the terms “Western” and “nonWestern”. Using the West to define “other” cultures is unnerving, mostly because it situates them
in relation to the West and not as entities within themselves. Unfortunately, it is difficult to find
other ways to describe these cultures as a group, which is likely why so many authors (myself
included in this paper) continue to use this terminology. It is something that future research and
literature needs to troubleshoot.
Further, Arakawa-Davies (1997) used terms like “traditional,” “primitive,” and “ancient”,
perpetuating “othering” language. An example of this can be found in the following excerpt:
The Japanese people have long used the ceremonial dances and singing of seasonal
festivals as a kind of ritual that maintains the spirit of more primitive and ancient
forms…In contrast to prevailing trends in the West, in Japan, as in virtually all Asian
societies, the elderly still play an important role as guardians of traditional customs...
(Arakawa-Davies, 1997, pp. 296-297.) (bold added)
The dated use of the modernist and ethnocentric term “primitive” to describe Japanese culture is
obvious here. Further, the author extends the alleged cultural realities of Japan to “virtually all
Asian societies” (Arakawa-Davies, 1997, pp. 296-297). This disregards the diversity that exists
within Asian culture while also failing to recognize the diversity that exists within Japanese
culture. As previously discussed in the context of interculturalism, people within a culture differ
in sensibilities and subjectivities as well, not just cross-culturally. Interestingly, this fact is
recognized in applications of DMT to Western folks, which emphasizes the modification of
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therapy to fit the individual’s subjective experiences. Yet, when applied to “othered” cultures
(e.g. “Asian”), the emphasis is on tailoring therapy to the culture as a whole.
It is worth noting that the studies that used problematic language and employed
overgeneralization are all from the 1990s. Although obviously problematic, they were written
three decades ago. Interestingly, I did not find these issues to permeate more recent research
from the 2000’s on, indicating that increased social appropriateness has followed with the times.
A couple of studies exposed broader, unsettling systemic issues. For one, the group of
studies on interoception (Chentsova-Dutton & Dzokoto, 2014; Chentsova-Dutton et al., 2019;
Ma-Kellems, 2014; Kim et al., 2019) exposed a problematic classification of somatic/body-based
psychological symptoms as “less than” affect/brain-based symptoms. A common finding across
all of these studies is that non-Western cultures use body-based language to communicate
psychological distress in contrast to the emotional/brain-based language in Western cultures.
This points at a systemic tendency to envision the Western world as brain-oriented (i.e.,
scientific, logical) and the non-Western world as body-oriented (i.e., primitive, basic) which is
rooted in the agenda of orientalism and its fetishization of “othered” and “exotic” bodies.
Because these bodies look differently and move differently than Western ones, “body” becomes
the basis upon which we define the non-West “other”. This imposed hierarchy of brain over body
may be why those who cannot “accurately” describe their emotions according to Western
diagnostic criteria are evaluated as less sophisticated, less self-aware, and “less than” in general.
We need to interrogate the Western perspective of mind versus body (i.e., Cartesian
dualism) that keeps coming up (Scheper-Hughes & Lock, 1987). In many “othered” cultures, the
distinction between mind and body does not even exist in the first place. The mind and body may
be regarded as one entity, as multiple shared entities, or not of interest at all. Also, since the ideas
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of the “mind” and the “body” are Western coinages, other cultures may not even conceive of the
mind or the body in the same way that the West does. Forcing this dualist framework upon those
who, based on their own views of themselves, do not even fall into the boundaries of that
framework, is problematic.
Finally, through my research process, I came across an unsettling distinction between
“dance as healing” practices versus DMT proper being used in non-Western contexts. “Dance as
healing” encompasses ways of using dance to heal that are not included in the Western DMT
paradigm, such as native ritual dances and folk dances. The cultures that have adopted the use of
DMT as a form of psychotherapy are often, overwhelmingly, all East and South Asian
populations. Dance-as-healing practices are more present in Central and South American,
African, and indigenous cultures. In other words, when searching for articles on the use of DMT
cross-culturally, DMT-specific research seemed to only apply to East and South Asian contexts.
This is also evident in Dulicai and Berger’s (2005) research on the global spread of DMT, which
shows that DMT is used most prominently in the United States, Europe, and East Asia.
Why is this? Perhaps it goes back to the acceptance of modernized science. From my
perspective, aside from the US and Europe, we are taught to believe that the next most
“developed” countries are East Asian ones like China, Japan, South Korea, and Vietnam. These
countries are often regarded as furthering science and technology. In the US, East Asian and
South Asian (specifically Indian) folks are often (problematically) stigmatized as hyperintelligent in the STEM fields. These countries are also home to major cities (e.g., Hong Kong,
Tokyo, Mumbai) that embrace a more “modern” (i.e., Western) lifestyle and worldview. This
may be the reason why DMT as psychotherapy has been adopted and researched most in these
places. On the other hand, the dissemination of media concerning Central and South American,

28
Running head: THE EMBODIMENT OF CULTURE
African, and indigenous cultures continues to perpetuate an underdeveloped, “othering”
perspective of these places and people. In turn, dance-as-healing is not valued by scholarship in
the same way that DMT proper is.
Areas for Further Research
More research into dance-as-healing practices must be done. Our field has a
responsibility to explore these dance-as-healing practices that are utilized by cultures that do not
employ Western, biomedical frameworks of healing/wellness (e.g., indigenous cultures). As
such, more research into these practices should be done – specifically, sanctioned forms of
qualitative research or anthropological inquiry in order to promote validation. Dance and
movement have been intrinsic forms of emotional, community healing, often attached to
spiriutal/ritual/ceremonial restoration in myriad cultures worldwide. These dance-as-healing
practices, often consolidated under the problematic generalized guise of “shamanism”, are
regularly claimed as roots of the field of expressive therapies as a whole without exploring the
depth and complexity of what co-opting shamanism for Western use actually means. These
practices deserve to be recogized as valid, unique forms of healing in our field. Through ethical
and exploratory research, we must confront the harm our field has done in perpetuating the
cultural appropriation and oppression our Expressive Therapy pioneers enacted.
A few other research areas come to mind. First, we should parse apart the definiton of
“culture” into subsections, such as race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and socioeconomic
status, and explore how each identifier specifically influences movement patterns and the
experience of the body. A deeper dive into neuroscience is also warranted in order to investigate
how culture influences the experience of the body and how these experiences are encoded
somatically and psychologically. Lastly, the field can do more research into the supposed
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“universality” of LMA, as founded in universal human kinetics. This can be done by conducting
more anthropological research of the body and kinetics and doing some research into different
systems of movement analysis and how these systems can be integrated into DMT training and
practice.
Conclusion: What’s Next?
What can we do to make things better? What can we do as clinicians to make our practice
more culturally flexible?
1) Self-reflect on our embodied biases, including our own psychophysical habitus
(Chang, 2004). Get to know our own movement patterns and tendencies. Intimately
examine our bias toward and/or against certain bodies and ways of moving. Construct
a clear picture of who we are as cultural beings through our own therapy, meditation,
dance, and expressive practices. In this way, we as clinicians can become more
acutely aware of when our own perspective is clouding our therapeutic approach, or
even imposing our own worldview upon our client, so we can adjust accordingly. I
have started this exploration myself, but I have so much more learning to do. I am a
25-year-old, white, Portuguese-American cisgender female. I grew up in New
Milford, CT, a predominantly white suburb. Therefore, so many aspects of my
identity are privileged, including my race, ethnicity, sexuality, and socioeconomic
status. I was afforded many privileges growing up, such as the resources integral in a
good public education and a supportive, loving family. My movement tendencies are
based in the dance training I was privileged enough to have access to: ballet, tap, jazz,
hip-hop and modern dance, as well as Bharatanatyam dance I learned while studying
abroad in India. My experiences in DMT training have aligned with my own cultural
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perspectives and belief systems about dance and healing. Thus, my innate biases
prioritize privileged ways of moving and existing. My personal work now is to
ethically and appropriately familiarize myself with marginalized ways of existing
while maintaining a keen awareness of my own deeply-rooted biases.
2) Develop multicultural flexibility (Dosamantes-Beaudry, 1997). This means being able
to graciously swing from one cultural alignment to another, both verbally and nonverbally. In line with this, recognize that psychophysical habitus can, and should,
change. Sklar (2008) mentioned that “the hold of habitus is not absolute” (p. 91) – it
can adjust not only for client, but also for clinicians. Our brains have plasticity, so too
do our bodies. The practical implication of this is for us as clinicians to expose
ourselves to as many different types of existing as possible. For example, travel to a
new country, immerse ourselves in a culture unlike our own, try different foods,
experiment with new art-making techniques, learn a new language, and be open to
new experiences.
3) Practice appropriate therapeutic self-disclosure (Carmichael, 2012). When we make a
mistake or realize we are holding assumptions, openly acknowledge this with clients.
Sharing one of your own cultural identities, when appropriate, can also be fodder for
deepening the therapeutic relationship.
4) Slacken our hold on structured movement analysis like LMA (Caldwell, 2013),
despite what our training has taught us. We can do this by valuing the subjective
verbalization/expression of a client’s bodily sensations and experiences rather than
viewing it through the lens of an analytical framework. Empower clients to evaluate
their own movements and gestures. Build analysis from their experience rather than
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predetermined qualifiers or descriptors. We can still use LMA as a foundation as long
as we are keenly aware of the cultural considerations of bringing it into the
therapeutic space.
5) Become an advocate when therapeutically beneficial (Carmichael, 2012) and embody
the role of “therapist as social activist” (Carmichael, 2012, p. 105). This means
actively doing work with a variety of diversity issues and topics, standing up for our
clients (and others like them), being openly and avidly against all forms of
oppression, and supporting our clients in their own cultural understanding and
growth.
6) Consider using DMT-specific interventions that can promote cultural introspection
for clients. Chang (2016) laid out some suggestions – have clients perform
movements that symbolize their ancestral lineage, move as a specific family member
or cultural figure, and engage in embodied contemplation regarding what aspects of
their movement tendencies have familial/ethnic/racial/sociocultural roots.
7) Promote cultural humility in the teaching and training of DMT at the university level.
Many universities are already doing this, but the energy cannot halt. Continue to
facilitate class discussions about culture, encourage students to consistently examine
themselves as cultural beings, and develop curriculum that encompasses culturallyvariant articles, research, and texts.
Through the process of reviewing previous research, I exposed just how complex our
bodies and their movements are, illuminated how multifaceted the process of meaning-making is,
and illustrated how we can attempt to meet our DMT clients where they are at on cultural level
without assumption or generalization. A culturally-informed perspective is more imperative than
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ever in our modern world, where notions of cultural superiority and inferiority are being ascribed
to bodies – bodies that are often disenfranchised, disvalued, and disrespected. This is my first
step toward a future of additional research dedicated to righting these wrongs and disseminating
my empathetic vision for what a culturally-informed DMT encounter should look like.
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